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DOES RESEARCH IMPROVE
CLINICAL SERVICES?
Editorial
Clinicians and researchers are often at the two ends of a dichotomy. Clinicians encounter patients in their day-
to-day practice. They have to be practically oriented when considering a treatment and its clinical effectiveness.
The process of assessment or treatment often involves some subjective judgements by clinicians, according
to the condition of the patients or the environmental constraints. Researchers are usually more theoretically
oriented. Their approach at work follows a rather standard format. When an idea is generated, the researcher
will read deeply into the topic and filter the information from the literature, so that a question worthy of pursuing
can be formulated. Methodologically speaking, it is vital to think of factors (confounding variables) that could
affect the outcome and find ways to control them. Therefore, in most research publications, the findings are
cleansed by extensive reading of the researcher, stringent control of the experimental conditions and the rigor
of statistical scrutiny.
A fundamental question that clinicians often ask, is how applicable are research findings to clinical situations
when the studies were conducted under controlled environments that might be far from the reality? If a clinician
follows a research report in treating a client but is not getting a favourable result, could it be due to the different
testing environments or is it just that these few clients belonging to the minority that won’t respond to treatment?
We cannot deny that there are always disparities between the clinical situation and the laboratory
environment. Perhaps because we are dealing with people who are susceptible to environmental changes, this
problem poses a large concern for us. Actually, in other disciplines such as physical sciences or engineering,
there are also disparities between laboratory findings and actual application. For example, a car being tested
in the laboratory has been proven to perform with a very high level of mechanical efficiency, but after the
car has been out in the market for some time, reports from consumers may be different from that of the
manufacturer’s claim. The disparities could be due to the road conditions, driving technique, nature of usage,
etc. In the commercial world, it is fatal for a product to bear false claims. Responsible manufacturers will make
every effort to repair the fault in order to win back the confidence of their clients. The more reports from the
consumers, the more corrections can be made by the manufacturer, thus, new products can be perfected with
time.
If this logic is applied to our profession, clinicians should be like consumers of research. New findings
reported in the literature may be premature clinical products awaiting comments and critiques from the end-
users. In this regard, reading laboratory-based research articles may not immediately improve the clinical services.
But, if an effective communication channel is built between researchers and clinicians, pure research will
eventually bear fruit in clinical practice. This can only be hastened by more clinicians taking an active role
in writing Letters to the Editors of journals, or commentary on specific topics of interests.
Hong Kong is a society with a unique cultural background and geographical location. It is a city that has
a true mix of the East and West. In very few places in the world can we study the effects of East-meets-West
in rehabilitation as readily as in Hong Kong; for example, the combined effects of bone-setting and physiotherapy
in orthopaedic conditions, or the supplement of physiotherapy with acupuncture for stroke rehabilitation. It
is likely that many clinicians encounter clients with interesting treatment combinations with impressive outcomes.
There may be a lot of missing treasure in the field of rehabilitation waiting to be discovered. If more of these
are unveiled, as case reports, it will certainly make a difference to our practice.
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